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Since the end of World War II, the German Democratic Republic has been 
forced to confront the circumstances of its creation and existence as the "other 
Germany", and its leaders determine policy with this in mind. Consequently, the ruling 
Socialist Unity Party must constantly strive to attain domestic legitimacy and stability 
for itself. This quest has acted, and continues to act, as a major determinant of East 
German foreign and domestic policies -- policies which sometimes differ from those of 
the USSR. Therefore, this paper analyzes the means by which the SED regime 
attempts to attain domestic legitimacy, and hence stability, for itself. 

First, domestic policies designed to achieve legitimacy/stability goals are outlined. 
These include political culture, party recruitment, political socialization, and social 
policy. Second, the role of economics in attaining regime legitimacy is explored and 
shown to be another major implement. Third, East German relations with the Soviet 
Union, West Germany, the Warsaw Pact, and the Third World are discussed in the 
context of six issues. These issues serve to illustrate the dominance of legitimacy and 
stability concerns in East German foreign policy. The last section of this paper 
discusses American policies relative to Central Europe; the SED's quest for legitimacy 
and stability is found to affect American decisionmaking in the region -- in past, 
present, and future policies. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 



There are few countries in the modern world where the mutual relationship 
between foreign and domestic policies is more important than in the German 
Democratic Republic (GDR). These policies have been governed by two important 
and elusive requirements: the quest for legitimacy and the maintenance of regime 

stability. Their importance to the East German leadership derives from the fact that 
there are two Germanies, which are a product of the East- West confrontation. It is my 
contention that these concerns have been the primary motivators in autonomous East 
German policy decisions and political posture throughout the short history of the 
GDR -- that is, policies formulated in East Berlin and not Moscow. Thus, the purpose 
of this paper is to analyze the East German Socialist Unity Party's (SED's) search for 
legitimacy and stability — a search which functions as a major determinant of policy. 

Unlike other communist states in Eastern Europe, the ruling SED regime is faced 
with the need to attain legitimacy as a government and legitimacy as a new German 
nation. How can a country which was conquered and thereafter occupied by the 
Soviets, with its government set up along Marxist/Leninist lines and its foreign policy 
historically controlled by Moscow, pretend to be a legitimate German state? In 
Jonathon Steele's words, "In the Western world it was considered a bastard state, an 
artificial satellite of the Soviet Union." 1 This is the paradox which has confronted the 
leaders of the regime, and as this paper will show, has served as a major influence on 
policymaking. 

Long perceived as merely the Soviet Occupation Zone or the premier puppet 
state of the USSR, East Germany has today become an increasingly influential nation 
in the world and a politically viable actor in Central Europe. In 1973, this country 
became the one hundred and thirty-third member of the United Nations; just five years 
before, only thirteen countries officially viewed the GDR as a separate state. To be 
sure, the Soviet Union remains the ultimate power overseeing the final policies of the 
GDR; however, the political spectrum in which the SED leadership can function has 
grown wider. The resulting changes and subtle increases in autonomy for the East 



Jonathon Steele, Inside East Germany : The State That Came in From the Cold 
(New York: Urizen Books, 1977), p. 3. 
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Germans have affected domestic rule, intra-bloc foreign policy, and East-West 
relations. 

A. METHODOLOGY 

To illustrate the importance of legitimacy and stability in East German 
decisionmaking, different domestic and foreign policies are examined and their 
relationship to legitimacy/stability concerns are analyzed. 

Chapter 2 deals with the domestic policies of the SED in addressing its legitimacy 
and stability concerns — policies which demonstrate the tremendous energies and 
resources expended in the attempt to attain even limited success in this regard. The 
nature of East German political culture, political organization, socialization processes, 
party recruitment, and social policy, reflect SED attempts at legitimation and 
stabilization of the status quo. This influences not only the nature of policymaking in 
the GDR, but determines the kind of society which now exists there. 

The third chapter of this paper addresses the Socialist Unity Party's use of 
economics as a tool for gaining legitimacy. The East German economic heritage is 
discussed in order to illustrate the problems which have confronted the GDR (and the 
solutions which have been applied to correct them). Standards of living and levels of 
personal consumption arc compared to other similar nations in Eastern Europe in 
order to illustrate that economics is utilized to build popular support for the regime. 

Chapter 4 explores legitimacy and stability as motivations in East German 
foreign relations. Four legitimacy/stability goals which motivate foreign policy 
decisions are discussed — that is, those legitimacy/stability goals which, if perceived as 
vital by the SED leadership, could have possibly affected the final actions taken or 
decisions adopted. These goals are arranged in a matrix and rated as either high or low 
as motivators or factors in each situation. These legitimacy/stability (L/S) goals are: 

1) National Identity Goals- Goals which would contribute to the overall perception 
of a separate East German national heritage and culture. 

2) Sovereignty Goals- Objectives which motivate policies that tend to illustrate the 
GDR as a separate German nation recosznized in the international milieu as 
such. 

3) Ideological Goals- These are goals which illustrate the inherent "rightness" of 
the East German social and political system. 

4) Social Goals- Goals which affect those policies aimed at buildinst popular 
support through maintenance of consumer satisfaction and fulfillment of 
popular expectations of an ever-rising standard of living. 
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Also within this chapter, East German relationships with the Soviet Union, West 
Germany, the Warsaw Pact, and the Third World are examined. First, the nature of 
the GDR's position in each of these relationships is briefly explored and, second, the 
L/S goals are applied to related issues. These issues are: 

1) G DR-Soviet-West German Issues 

Ostpolitik- The dispute between SED General Secretary Walter Ulbricht and the 
Kremlin over detente with the West in the late 1960's and early 1970's. 

Abgrenzung- the poliev of limiting Western influences — a policy implemented 
by HonecRer and the SED leadership after detente became a reality. 

" Damage Limitation"- East German maintenance of close ties with the Federal 
Republic of Germany after the deployment of American intermediate nuclear 
forces (INF) in Western Europe in 1983; actions which were contrary to Soviet 
political posturing towards the West. 

2) GDR-East European Issues 

Czechoslovakia- 1968- The policy and posture of the GDR in the period just 
prior to the Soviet/Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia and after the 
Prague Spring'' in 1968. 

Poland-1980-81- SED actions during the worker strikes and crisis in Poland 
beginning in August 1980. 

3) The GDR and the Third World- The nature of the extensive East German 
involvement in various Third World countries — countries both inside and 
outside of the "socialist camp." 

The legitimacy/stability goals active in these issues are determined to be major 
influencing factors in East German foreign policy. 

The fifth chapter outlines the United States policies in Central Europe and their 
relationship with the attainment of East German legitimacy and stability goals. A 
history of American interests in East Germany is briefly examined, and those which 
remain important today are analyzed. This is accomplished by comparing the three 
major American national interests (world order interests, economic interests, and 
ideological interests) to the East German L/S goals in order to illustrate the constraints 
which the United States must face in developing policies in Central Europe. Lastly, 
policy options are posited using this paradigm. 

B. LEGITIMACY AND STABILITY DEFINED 

The Dictionary of Political Thought defines legitimacy as: 

.The process whereby power gains acceptance for. itself in the eyes of those who 
are governed by it, by generating a belief in its legitimacy .... in communist 
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states legitimation tends to persist (despite the ofTicial view that, after the 
revolution, it will no longer be necessary), but-has the novel character of issuing 
directly from the state, in' the form of doctrine/ 

Therefore, in the East German sense, legitimacy can be defined in terms of the 
perception (by the populace) of credibility: credibility as a government, a social 

system, and a nation. Given the circumstances of the creation of the GDR, the 
Western concept of legality (emanating from popular mandate and considered an 
important aspect of legitimacy) is discarded in a state such as East Germany in favor 
of acquiescence and partial support by the populace. In the GDR, legitimacy can be 
claimed by the leadership, but in reality it can only truly exist if granted (perceived) by 
the East German people. It is identified and hence realized in many ways — through 
popular support and compliance, the realization of a sense of national sovereignty and 
pride by the people, increased East German patriotism (as different from an overall 
German patriotism), and, above all, the tacit acceptance of the SED regime by the East 
German population. 

Legitimacy is important in the German Democratic Republic for two major 
reasons. First, legitimacy assists in bolstering the domestic political stability of the 
ruling party - stability which is derived from domestically perceived legitimacy. This is 
accomplished by creating a sense of confidence not only in the polity itself, but also in 
the ideology which is the polity's foundation. Second, legitimacy aids in attaining 
those foreign policy goals which contribute to the above. Given the circumstances of 
the creation and development of the GDR, a legitimate government (in the East 
German sense) possesses greater flexibility in realizing political, social, and economic 
success than a government which appears to be based solely on coercion. 

Regime stability, on the other hand, is the maintenance of political power and 
control by the Marxist/Leninist government in East Berlin. Stephen Bowers considers 
stability: 

... a function of numerous factors: the extent to which citizen expectations arc 
satisfied, popular identification with the svstem, and acceptance of governmental 
legitimacy are but a few of the most obvious. Compliance with, laws is yet 
another component in the catalogue of indicators of regime stability/ 



'y 

“Roger Scruton, A Dictionary of Political Thought (New York: Harper and Row 
Publishers; 1982), pp ^64-265. 

^Stephen R. Bowers, "Law and Lawlessness in a Socialist Socictv: The Potential 
Impact ol Crime in East Germany," World Affairs 145 (Fall 1982), p. 152. 
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Stability is also evident in the absence of widespread dissent and threats of 
counterrevolution, continued economic viability, total control over all aspects of 
society, and recently, at least partial support for the political structure on the part of 
the population. 

While stability is the ultimate objective for which legitimacy is sought and 
created, there remains a mutual relationship between both factors. In other words, the 
long term goal is always stability; although some periodic systemic instability may be 
required to "fine-tune" or eliminate dangerous deviation (i.e., the Berlin Wall or 
massive economic reform). Because of the mutual influence of legitimacy and stability, 
they will be treated throughout this analysis as a single factor unless differences are 
emphasized. 
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II. THE DOMESTIC IMPLEMENTS 



A. INTRODUCTION 

East German domestic policies are dominated by the necessity to maintain 
regime stability and build legitimacy for the State and the Party. Consequently, the 
regime places great importance on the transformation of the society in order to realize 
these goals. It seems that every aspect of the social system has been included, with 
varying success, in the creation of the "perfect state." 

Political culture assists in addressing the legitimacy problem through the 
establishment of an ideological foundation and political structure in order to create 
support for the socialist regime. Political recruitment policies emphasize incorporation 
of talent and expertise to build popular advocacy through efficiency and results. The 
socialization process seeks to create a "new German" in the GDR to address the 
legitimacy deficit through education, social structure, and propaganda. Lastly, overall 
social policies attempt to satisfy as many of the wants and needs of the population as 
is politically and ideologically feasible. 

B. POLITICAL CULTURE AND POLITICAL ORGANIZATION 

Peter Mcrkl defines political culture as: 

. . . internalized in the cognitions, feelings, and evaluations of its population. 
People are inducted into it just as they are" socialized into nonpolitical roles and 
social systems .... The political culture of a nation is the particular distribution 
of patterns of orientation toward political objects among the members of the 
nation. 

This orientation toward the political structure of the nation enables, to a certain 
degree, some identification with the system by the average citizen, i.e., where the 
system has been and where it is going. In this respect, one of the most important ways 
to gain legitimacy in the eyes of the governed is to put forth a logical and explainable 
ideology. Ideology provides a frame of reference to lend continuity and purpose to 
that political structure which is attempting to administer and control the nation. In 
this regard, the official ideology of the German Democratic Republic is based on the 



4 Pcter Mcrkl. Modem Comparative Politics (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and 
Winston, 1970), p. 149. 
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Soviet pattern (Marxism/Leninism). Formulated from the writings of Marx, Lenin, 
and to some extent, Engels, Marxism/Leninism posits basic assumptions about man -- 
his beliefs, history, and the universe per se. The aspects of class struggle and 
proletarian revolution, the overview of historical development and dialectic, and 
Lenin's dictatorship of the proletariat are all integral parts of the political basis for rule 
of the Socialist Unity Party in East Germany. Thus, the foundation for communist 
rule in the GDR is predicated upon the "science" of Marxism/Leninism, and 
consequently, utilized by the regime to instill a sense of correctness and continuity to 
the SED system. 

The development of the political culture of East Germany is divided into three 
periods by John Starrels and Anita Mallinckrodt. 5 

1) The "Anti-Fascist Democratic Revolution" (1945-49). 

2) Transition to the Construction of Socialism (1950-61). 

3) Developing Socialism (1962-present). 

1945-1949- The first phase consisted of anti-fascist programs to de-nazify the Soviet 
Occupation Zones. The period between 1945 and 1949 was the formative stage of the 
current political structure ‘in the GDR. The Soviets forced the fusion of the 
Communist and Social Democratic parties into the Sozialistiche Einheitspartei 
Deutschland (SED). 6 This became the highly centralized communist party which is 
evident elsewhere in Eastern Europe. Other parties were allowed to exist, but they 
became part of the National Front and directly controlled by the SED. The fusion of 
the Communists and Social Democrats, as well as the legally sanctioned existence of 
other so-called "opposition" parties, occurred partly to give the illusion of greater 
participation and plurality in the face of the stark absence of legitimacy evident in the 
postwar Soviet Occupation Zone. The fact that the other parties remain in existence 
today exemplifies the continuing need for the regime to gain credibility as a governing 
structure. 



5 John M. Starrels and Anita M. Mallinckrodt. Politics in the German Democratic 
Republic (New York: Praeger Publishers, 1975), pp. 27-31. 

, 6 For a detailed work on the coalition of the SPD and KPD as well as the 
creation of the National Front, sec J.P. Ncttl, The Eastern Zone and Soviet Policy in 
Germany- 1945-1950 (New York: Octagon Books, 1977). 
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